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Abstract 
The study aimed to assess the adaptive and maladaptive functioning of 250 young university female students in order to identify 
their main psychological problematic areas. Results showed that students who had asked for psychological help reported higher 
scores in several problematic areas than those who  had never asked for psychological help. The results address the relevance of 
“Avoidant Personality Problems” that highly differentiate these two groups of students. Our data confirm the presence of 
adjustment problems in university students, giving local University Counselling Services indications about the main problematic 
areas of their target population. 
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1. Introduction 
The transition to university is marked by complex challenges in emotional, social and academic adjustment. 
Recent studies indicated anxiety and depression as the major problems of college students, and underlined how this 
psychological maladjustment negatively impacts on their academic career (e.g. Hunt and Eisenberg, 2010). Some 
studies reported  higher levels of depressive symptoms for female students than for males (e.g., Hyun, Quinn, 
Madon, and Lustig, 2006) and addressed how female students tend to seek  formal psychological help more 
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frequently than males (e.g., Dogan, 2012). However, empirical evidence (e.g. Hunt and Eisenberg, 2010) clearly 
showed  that only a limited number of university students who experienced psychological problems actively seek  
formal psychological help, for example, by approaching a University Counselling service. Thus, what clearly 
emerged was the need to understand the problematic areas of university students in order to more efficiently 
organize the University Counselling Services’ screening activities as well as the clinical practices and prevention 
programs. 
1.1. Purpose of the study 
The present study aimed to assess different areas of individual adaptive and maladaptive functioning of female 
university students in order to identify  their main problematic areas and to improve the quality of the University 
Counselling Service. 
2. Methods 
2.1. Participants and procedures 
Two hundred and fifty female students aged 18- 29 years (mean age = 21.42 y.o.; SD= 2.34 y.o.), attending the 
first year of the Educational Sciences course of “Roma Tre University” were contacted and agreed  to participate in 
the study. The study was introduced as an initiative of the local University Counselling Service, geared to analyzing  
the psychological needs of the student community in order to better organize counselling activities and services. 
2.2. Instruments 
All students filled out the Italian version of the Achenbach Self Report (Ivanova et al., in press), a questionnaire 
developed by Achenbach and Rescorla (2003) for people aged 18-59 years which gives an assessment of  many 
areas of individual functioning such as adaptive functioning and problems through the lifespan. The ASR is 
composed of two different sections. The items in the first section refer to Adaptive Functioning Scales and provide a 
global estimate of adaptive functioning of the respondent on areas such as friends, spouse or partner, family, job and 
education. The second section of the ASR evaluates behavioral, emotional and social problems, and forms eight 
empirically-based syndrome scales (Anxious/Depressed, Withdrawn, Somatic Complaints, Thought Problems, 
Attention Problems, Aggressive Behavior, Rule-breaking Behavior and Intrusive). However,  the present study did 
not make use of  these syndrome scales, but used the DSM-oriented scales consisting of a combination of ASR items 
that experts identified as consistent with DSM-IV categories (Achenbach and Rescorla, 2003; Achenbach, Bernstein 
and Dumenci, 2005): Depressive Problems, Anxiety Problems, Somatic Problems, Avoidant Personality Problems, 
Attention Deficit/ Hyperactivity Problems and Antisocial Personality Problems. Finally, socio-demographic 
variables, academic experience and past experience with psychological help services (yes/no) were also assessed. 
2.3. Data analysis  
One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were performed in order to assess the differences in Adaptive 
Functioning Scales and in DSM-Oriented Scales between students who had never asked for formal psychological 
help (i.e., “No Help-Seekers”) and students who had asked for psychological help (i.e., “Help-Seekers”). According 
to the suggestions of the ASR authors (Achenbach and Rescorla, 2003), the ANOVAs were performed on raw scale 
scores in order to take account of the full range of variation of the ASR scales. All the analyses were performed by 
using the IBM SPSS software version 21.0. 
3. Results 
More than half (57.3 %) of the students involved in the study reported having a stable love relationship, while the 
others reported no significant love relationship at the present time. The majority of the students (51.8%) lived in 
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Rome while about one third (35.3%) lived in cities near Rome and commute , or lived far away from Rome (12.9%). 
The majority of these students (89.3%) lived with their relatives, while only a small percentage of them lived alone 
(2.0%), with other students (6.1%) or  with another family (0.8%). Finally more than half of the students reported 
having a job (40.1% a part-time job and 12.7 a full-time job).With respect the past experience of the student with 
formal psychological help services, 26.0 % of the students involved in the study reported receiving psychological 
help (psychotherapy, counselling, etc) in the past. With respect to the ANOVAs carried out on the ASR Adaptive 
Functioning Scales, statistically significant differences in scores relating to their job emerged. In particular, 
analyzing the means of the two groups it is clear that the young female students seeking psychological help reported 
a weaker adaptation in the job area than students of the same gender and age who had never sought any 
psychological help. With respect to the ANOVAs carried out on the ASR DSM-oriented scales, the results showed 
significant differences for all the scales except for the Antisocial Problems scale. Overall, help seekers reported 
higher scores in all problematic areas assessed by the ASR than no help seekers. In particular, analyzing the effect 
sizes, it is clear that the problematic area in which the two groups presented the highest differences is Avoidant 
Personality problems. 
 
Table 1bis. Mean scores of ASR Scales across groups (“Help Seekers “ Vs “No Help-Seekers”) 
 Help-Seekers  No Help-seekers F P-level Eta  
Square   Mean(SD)  Mean (SD) 
Functioning Adaptive Scales      
Friends  8.97 (1.58) 9.27 (1.66) 1.69 .195 .007 
Partner  3.27 (3.50) 4.84 (3.39) 1.25 .276 .054 
Family 1.35 (.45) 1.42 (.46) 1.47 .226 .006 
Job  0.74 (2.45) 1.75 (1.90) 5.45 .021 .049 
Education 1.84 (3.31) 3.82 (1.63) 3.54 .061 .018 
DSM-Oriented Scales      
Depressive Problems 7.51 (4.18) 5.81 (4.17) 7.91 .005 .031 
Anxiety Problems 8.01 (2.59) 6.88 (2.76) 8.37 .004 .033 
Somatic Problems 4.23 (2.72) 2.95 (2.93) 9.59 .002 .037 
Avoidant Personality Problems 5.01 (2.95) 3.39 (2.49) 18.38 <.001 .069 
Attention Deficit/ Hyperactivity Problems 7.79 (4.19) 6.54 (3.79) 4.91 .028 .020 
Antisocial Problems 4.73 (4.09) 3.99 (3.99) 1.59 .208 .006 
 
 
4. Discussion 
The present study aimed to assess different areas of individual adaptive and maladaptive functioning of female 
university students in order to identify their main problematic areas. As expected,  female students who had sought 
psychological help reported a worse psychological functioning both considering adaptive areas and problems. More 
specifically, these students mainly reported difficulties in the social area (i.e., high scores in the Avoidant 
Personality Problems), showing  a general difficulty of these students in interpersonal relationships as well as in the 
emotional regulation area (e.g. high scores in Depressive and Anxiety Problems scales). Finally, the main results 
concern the relevance of “Avoidant Personality Problems” that highly differentiate the “Help Seekers “ vs. “No 
Help-Seekers” female students. 
Overall, these results confirm the past research addressing the prevalence of emotional regulation problems 
(anxiety and depression) in university populations (e.g., Hunt and Eisenberg, 2010), especially for female students 
(Biasi and Bonaiuto, 2014),  as well as difficulties in their relationships domain (Cavanagh, Schiller and Riegle-
Crumb, 2006). 
These results could be useful to guide the University Counselling Services in more efficiently organizing their 
screening activities as well as their clinical practices. In fact, it clearly emerged that students who had approached  
the psychological help services  showed general difficulties in relationship domains. Hence, it could be crucial for 
University Counselling Services to design and implement programs geared to promoting  interpersonal skills and to 
facilitating the improvement of friend networks within the university community. 
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